
SHACKLETON’S WAY
LEADERSHIP LESSONS FROM THE GREAT ANTARCTIC EXPLORER
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PART 4 / ENDURANCE
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In  1914,  Shackleton sa i led f rom Buenos  Aires  with  a  
crew of  27 aboard Endurance .
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His  goal  was  to make “the last  great  polar  journey ”
– the cross ing of  the Antarct ic  cont inent .
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Shackleton and his  crew never  reached Antarct ica .  In  s ight  of  their  
dest inat ion,  a  summer storm blew up.  When the c louds  c leared,  
Endurance was trapped in  a  f loat ing sea  of  ice .  
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Shackleton ca l led h is  team together  so everyone would hear  the 
same message at  the same t ime,  d i rect ly  f rom him.
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In  descr ib ing that  cr i t ica l  moment,  surgeon 
Alexander  Mackl in  captured Shackleton’s  
leadership  sty le .

“We could see our  base,  maddening ,  
tanta l i z ing.   

Shackleton at  th is  t ime showed one of  h is  
sparks  of  rea l  greatness .  He did  not  rage at  
a l l  or  show outwardly  the s l ightest  s ign of  
d isappointment;  he  told  us  s imply  and 
ca lmly that  we must  winter  in  the pack,  
expla ined i ts  dangers  and poss ib i l i t ies ;  
never  lost  h is  opt imism,  and prepared for  
winter.”
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Dr.  Mackl in  cont inued…

“As a lways  with h im,  what  had 
happened had happened;  i t  was  in  the 
past  and he looked to the future.”
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Let’s break that down…
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LEADING BY EXAMPLE

Dr. Macklin: “He did 
not rage at all or show 

outwardly the 
slightest sign of 

disappointment.”

Shackleton modeled the 
attitude he wanted his 

crew to adopt.
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COMMUNICATING EFFECTIVELY

Dr. Macklin: “he told us 
simply and calmly that we 
must winter in the pack, 
explained its dangers and 
possibilities.”

Shackleton explained the 
situation to his crew in 
clear and simple terms. 
He didn’t sugar-coat it.
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MAINTAINED A POSITIVE ATTITUDE

Dr. Macklin: “As always 
with him, what had 
happened had happened; 
it was in the past and he 
looked to the future.”

Shackleton’s mantra was 
“Look ahead.” As he once 
said, “Optimism is true 
moral courage.”
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KEEPING UP MORALE

Shackleton’s crew knew he was concerned about their well-being and had their 
best interests at heart.

As Dr. Macklin put it, “He looked to the future.” In practical terms, Dr. Macklin 
meant that Shackleton instructed his crew to rearrange the ship so they would 
be as comfortable as possible during the frigid cold of the Antarctic winter. 
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For  10 months,  they l ived on the ship  as  i t  was  pushed 
north by the currents  and winds  of  the Weddel l  Sea.

Image: Biologist Robert Clark and Alexander Macklin.
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They played football .
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Held dog-s led races  
and set  up walk ing 
tracks .
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They gathered in  the 
common area,  n icknamed 
“the Ri tz ,”  to  work  on 
sc ience projects  and wr i te  
journals  entr ies .

Perce Blackborow,  on the 
left ,  i s  carry ing a  b lock  of  
ice  to  use  for  f resh water.
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Amidst  great  
h i lar i ty,  they 
gave each 
other  crew-
cuts .
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On January 1,  1915,  3  weeks  before  they were 
trapped in  the ice ,  motor-expert  Thomas 
Orde-Lees  noted in  h is  journal  that  they were 
having a  s ing-a long that  evening.  

The next  day he wrote,  “…it  d idn’t  come off  
after  a l l ,  thank goodness .  I  hate  them.”

18 months  later,  Orde-Lees  was  l iv ing under  2  
overturned l i feboats  with  21 companions,  and 
he wrote  in  h is  journal ,  “we had a  grand 
concert  tonight  of  24 turns  and so ends  one 
of  the happiest  days  of  my l i fe .

Shackleton’s  strategies  for  keeping up morale  
and forming a  cohes ive  group were h ighly  
effect ive.
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Shackleton treated every-
one fa i r ly  and equal ly.

Some jobs ,  l ike  n ight  
watch and washing the 
f loors ,  were organized 
a lphabet ica l ly  and done 
by rotat ion.  You knew 
when your  turn would 
come up and who your  
partner,  or  partners ,  
would be.  

There  was  no favor i t i sm.

Image: Frank Hurley and Leonard Hussey
playing chess on night watch.
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To ce lebrate  Midwinter ’s  Day,  
they decorated “the Ri tz”  with 
f lags  and had a  spec ia l  d inner.

The fest iv i t ies  cont inued with 
songs ,  sk i ts  and poems.  

Photographer  Frank Hur ley 
wrote  in  h is  journal ,  “Mackl in  i s  
wr i t ing poet ica l  verses  and I  am 
doing the same … Uncle  Hussey 
[21 years  o ld]  i s  be ing beset  by 
appl icants  to  rehearse  accom-
paniments on his  banjo.”
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In  contrast ,  seventeen years  ear l ier,  in  1898,  a  
Belg ian- led expedit ion was  in  the same predicament.
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Freder ick  Cook,  an American 
onboard,  wrote  in  h is  journal  in  
the depths  of  the polar  winter,  
“ The darkness  grows dai ly  a  
l i tt le  deeper  and the n ight  
soaks  hour ly  a  l i tt le  more color  
f rom our  b lood.

Most  of  us  in  the cabin  have 
grown decidedly  gray within  
two months,  though few are  
over  30.  

Our  faces  are  drawn and there  
i s  an absence of  jest  and cheer  
and hope.”Copyright Margot Morrell 2020 



The Endurance crew cele-
brated birthdays  with  “mai l .”

Accompanied by roars  of  
laughter,  the rec ip ient  would 
read his  cards  a loud over  
breakfast .

In  th is  photograph,  taken
September  1,  1915,  the 
group is  ce lebrat ing Dr.  
Mackl in ’s  b i r thday.  

He is  in  the middle  of  the 
second row in  the l ight-
colored knit  helmet.  The 
photo was  meant  to be a  
present  for  h is  mother.
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S ixty  years  after  the Endurance expedit ion,  F i rst  Off icer  L ionel  
Greenstreet ,  was  asked how they managed to surv ive.  He 
answered in  one word,  “Shackleton.”
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As the polar  winter  
turned to spr ing in  1915,  
the ice  surrounding the 
loosened up but  in  late  
October,  d isaster  struck.
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In  the next  sect ion,  we’ l l  look at  how Shackleton led h is  
team – successful ly  – through a  gruel ing ordeal .
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